












Conducting drug education programs in universities appears to be a sensible harm reduction and prevention strategy for several reasons.  Universities are places where there are significant concentrations of young people in the ‘at risk’ of Alcohol and Other Drug (AOD) experimentation and use age group of 17 to 24 years (Australian Institute of Health and Welfare, 1998).  Universities are places where young people are facing many of the issues and choices of young adulthood, are considering new ideas and challenges, and are studying within an environment which fosters critical thought and examination.  Universities produce many of society’s leaders and policy makers as well as being places of education for people who will be working in professions of influence, such as, teachers, doctors, lawyers, dentists and nurses.  For these reasons AOD prevention and harm reduction strategies in universities could have an important influence on both the individual lives of students as well as, potentially, the wider society.

Within the Australian secondary education sector over the past decade there has been a significant channelling of resources, including Federal Government funds, to AOD harm reduction and prevention programs.  The current Federal Government has, for example, allocated $7.4 million towards secondary schools’ AOD programs for the next three years as part of its ‘Tough On Drugs’ strategy.  Funding and research for AOD programs targeting the student populations at universities and Institutes of Technical and Further Education is non-existent. In view of the finding that those in the 17 to 24 years are ‘most at risk’ of AOD experimentation and use, the paucity of research and harm reduction and prevention programs targeting such a group in university settings is noted with some surprise.

Research on the AOD Use of Australian University Students
A scan of the databases of Psychlit, Cinhal, Soclit and Medline using combinations of university, drug, alcohol, Australia, student, tertiary and abuse found no research literature written in the last decade that examined the AOD use and perceptions  of alcohol or drug use amongst Australian university students.  A scan of the Alcohol and Other Drugs Council of Australia Library located four reports of Australian-based research which had occurred in the last ten years.  All four research projects had a focus on alcohol and Australian university students.  There were none with a focus on other drug use and Australian university students.  A review of research prior to 1988 was also located which provided a useful summary of earlier work.

Crandall (1995) reported on a survey of the perceptions of students’ alcohol use conducted at the Northern Territory University using a random sample of students (n=91).  An anonymous, self-administered questionnaire was made available at the Student Union Bar to be completed and left in a sealed box also located at the bar.  The mean age of respondents was 22.4 years with 55% of respondents being male and 81% were full time students.  Frequency of drinking was not found to be differentiated by gender.  Drinking was found to become more common towards the end of the week and the major benefits of alcohol were reported to be that it acted as a social lubricant to enhance social interactions and reduce inhibitions.  Short-term effects including hangovers and vomiting were regarded as the most common negative consequences of drinking alcohol.  Drinking specifically for intoxication was viewed as a positive outcome for males.  

Clark (1991) used a qualitative approach in his research of a perceived tradition of student drinking as part of university culture and the factors that might influence the student to adopt particular patterns of drinking.  He used 27 students (21 were female) enrolled in a fourth year undergraduate topic on alcohol and drug issues.  The students participated in small, randomly assigned focus group discussions and recounted their first year drinking experiences.  The researcher was absent from the groups.  The discussions were recorded and later typed for analysis using Grounded Theory techniques.  Key findings from the research are that the influence of peers and ‘the tertiary student social context seems to promote excessive consumption as an integral part of institutional life for many students’ (p219).  

Davey and Clark (1991) conducted a small research project looking at the drinking behaviour of students at a campus-based social event on a large multi-campus Brisbane university.  They developed an observational and interview approach and attended a campus-based cabaret which had an established tradition of alcohol abuse.  During the evening they observed the behaviour of students, serving staff and security staff.  They interviewed students, serving staff and security staff during the evening and, after the event, interviewed student Union student officials.  Several practices were identified which supported heavy drinking behaviour.  On-campus cultural expectations that such events were a time for students to ‘let their hair down’ were found to reinforce alcohol abuse.  The students’ concepts of moderation of alcohol consumption were found to be at variance with those of health authorities and the general community.

The work of O’Callaghan, Wilks and Callan (1990) provided the first long term monitoring of Australian tertiary students’ drinking behaviour. It built on the earlier work of Engs (1982) and Wilks (1986).  The subjects (n=122) were first year psychology undergraduates (82 females) ranging in age from 18 to 22 years attending a Queensland university.  They completed a questionnaire in the first week of second semester with a follow-up questionnaire completed four weeks later.  The Khavari Alcohol Test was used to assess the usual frequency and quantity of alcohol consumption.  Almost 90% of the students reported that they currently drank alcohol.  The quantities and frequency of alcohol consumption were found to be higher for male students than those of female students.  The female consumption rate was found to be higher than that recorded in an earlier 1984 report but lower than the rate recorded in a 1980 sample. There was an increase in the 1988 sample by 2% of male students classified as ‘heavy’ (60-70g/day) and ‘very heavy’ (80+g/day) drinkers.  Across all samples the majority of students were found to be light to moderate consumers.

Wilks (1989) has provided a usefully descriptive review of research conducted between 1967 and 1986 into drinking patterns, beliefs and attitudes towards alcohol of Australian university students.  He summarises the findings and provides a valuable overview of pre-1988 research into university students’ alcohol use and beliefs. Some of the findings will be briefly mentioned. The research consistently showed that whilst most students drank at least occasionally, the majority were light to moderate drinkers.  Some studies found that year of study was not linked to drinking levels.  Neither was age, domestic circumstance or faculty. Other reports suggest that final year students drink more, that Law students were the highest consuming group of students and seminarians the lowest.  Students did not perceive alcohol use as a major health problem for themselves nor did they believe drinking should be the subject of legal sanctions.  Australian university students reported that most of their current drinking occurred with friends and their perceptions of their friends’ drinking emerged as a powerful predictor of alcohol use by both male and female students.

There is silence in the area of research into other drug beliefs and patterns of use by Australian university students.  There are national projects providing data about youth drug use and beliefs (see for example, Makkai & McAllister, 1997) from which generalisations may be drawn about university student drug use and beliefs in a general sense.  It is however the very breadth of such research that causes it to lack the clarity and focus useful for the development of effective AOD harm reduction and prevention programs at the individual campus level.

The extensive work of AOD harm reduction and prevention programs in Australian secondary schools is based on research much of which originates from the United States of America (USA).  Midford, McBride and Munro (1998) summarised the AOD prevention and harm minimisation work amongst Australian secondary school students and highlighted the need for program development to be ‘guided by local formative research’ (p326).  Midford et al points out that much of the research on AOD education for youth has occurred in the USA and that unless Australia and other countries gather their own data such programs will be overly influenced by the findings of American research ‘despite contextual differences’ (p326).

The development of Australian university AOD harm reduction and prevention programs based on the available Australian data clearly presents difficulties.  The research data is extremely limited and of variable quality.  The large national and state based AOD surveys are broad in their findings with the lack of depth required to develop effective AOD harm reduction and prevention strategies which have as their target university students in the ‘at risk’ age category.  Localised surveys, for example, the Sunday Mail Youth Survey ’99 undertaken in a local newspaper in Adelaide, are of questionable value due to their methodology and approach.

Research into University Student AOD Use in the United States of America
University and college student AOD use has been well documented in the USA for the last three decades.  Three national databases on college and university students’ beliefs and use of alcohol and other drugs are complemented by ever increasing numbers of institutional studies. Monitoring the Future Project is administered by the Institute for Social Research at the University of Michigan, the Core Drug and Alcohol Survey is managed by the CORE Institute in Southern Illinios University at Carbondale, and the College Alcohol Study database is administered and maintained by the Harvard School of Public Health.  These three databases have amassed significant quantities of data from full time and part time undergraduate and post-graduate students at universities and community colleges.  Although different methods have been used by the three databases there are significant commonalities in their data (Delk & Meilman, 1996).  
The Monitoring the Future Project is the oldest of the three databases.  Funded by the National Institute on Drug Abuse it commenced in 1975 and has been tracking the substance use habits of secondary school students and following a subset of them through their four years of university.  The number of questions included in the project is large and would produce an overlong questionnaire.  Paper and pencil short survey forms are used with commonalities of questions to each form.  The focus of the project is on the prevalence of alcohol and other drug use as well as students’ perceptions of harm that may result from substance abuse.  Other topical areas are also covered, for example, citizenship and life satisfaction.  Mailed out and scored from a central location the Monitoring the Future Project is not intended for individual institutions.  It does not provide data specific to institutions and does not make comparisons between different types of institutions (Meilman, Cahin, McKillip & Presley, 1998).

The Core Drug and Alcohol Survey began in 1989.  The CORE Survey was developed by grantee institutions from the U.S. Department of Education drug prevention program in higher education. The two page paper and pencil questionnaire can be replaced with an expanded four page version.  The survey was developed to assist individual institutions to assess their particular campus concerns regarding alcohol and other drug use.  The surveys are scored at the Core Institute and data is returned to the participating institution.  The CORE Institute also publishes an annual monograph reporting on the aggregate findings in two year cohorts (Meilman et al).

The third database, the College Alcohol Study was funded by a benevolent foundation and was intended to generate a representative national picture of full time undergraduates at four year universities. The focus of the study was on the prevalence of alcohol use and college alcohol policies and included several questions regarding the prevalence of drugs, second-hand effects of drinking, social activities and sexual behaviour.  The study was not designed for individual institutional use.  To date it has only published its 1993 findings (Meilman et al).

The presence of such databases allows for the development of research-based AOD harm reduction and prevention programs on the campuses of American universities and colleges. The CORE survey is of special value because it has been designed to allow individual institutions to develop a database of the current beliefs and use of AOD amongst their own student body.  It can be administered quickly and with minimal cost and individual institutions can contrast their particular results against those of other institutions.  

Health Promotion on Campuses for AOD Programs
A further extension of exploring the literature focusing on research into university students’ AOD use and beliefs about alcohol and drug use has been a foray into literature concerning the efficacy of particular approaches to health promotion on university campuses.  Having a current and local database of student AOD use and beliefs is an essential part of the process in program development.  Understanding how to effectively use the information gained is the next stage in the development of campus based AOD programs.  

The health promotion strategies that in the past decade have come to dominate the American campus-based programs for AOD harm reduction and prevention have largely been based on the work of Berkowitz and Perkins.  In 1986 Berkowitz and  Perkins demonstrated, through an analysis of data collected in 1979, that most university and college students held moderate personal attitudes in which 
drinking and occasional intoxication were acceptable when this drinking did not interfere with academic or other responsibilities (personal attitude).  However, the perception of most students was that their peers held a more permissive attitude, in which occasional or frequent intoxication was acceptable even when it resulted in negative consequences (perceived norm) (Berkowitz, 1997, p122).  

Perkins and Berkowitz proposed that there existed a gap between the students’ personal attitude towards alcohol consumption and their belief in the ‘normal’ student’s alcohol consumption.  ‘In this model, what the aggregate of students really believe is called the “actual norm”, while the incorrect belief is called the “perceived norm’ (Berkowitz, 1997, p122).  The misperception that exists amongst students serves to ‘alienate and marginalize the majority of students who use responsibly or who do not use at all by leading them to feel that it is their more responsible behaviour that is deviant’ (Berkowitz, 1997, p119).

The CORE Survey was designed to incorporate questions to test the extent of such misperceptions.  An analysis of the data collected from the CORE Survey in the USA has supported the existence of a gap between university students’ perceptions of ‘normal’ student alcohol and drug behaviour and ‘actual’ or self-reported alcohol and drug behaviour (Berkowitz, 1997).  Further research into the concept of misperceived norms has found that where students experience themselves as deviating from this false norm they will increase their drinking over time thereby reducing the perceived discrepancy between their own behaviour and that of their peers (Prentice & Miller, 1993),  Chassin,  Presson, Sherman, Corty and Olshavsky (1984), Marks, Graham, and Hansen (1992), and Sussman, Dent, Mestel-Rauch, Johnson, Hansen and Flay (1988) have documented similar findings for tobacco use amongst adolescents.  ‘This phenomenon (convergence of behaviour toward a false norm) suggests that, when uncorrected, misperceptions may create increased pressure to drink over time and result in a worsening of substance abuse problems on campus’ (Berkowitz, 1997, p122).  In a further development of the model of misperceived norms Perkins (1994) suggested that 
misperceptions are maintained and spread by public conversations that focus disproportionately on such observable, extreme behaviour.  The whole campus community is thus implicated in the spread of myths and misperceptions, which creates an enabling environment for AOD abuse.  This negative environment is further exacerbated by reactive AOD prevention efforts, which focus attention exclusively on the problem of abuse and its consequences and overlook the more moderate norms and healthy behaviours exhibited by most students (Berkowitz, 1997, p124).

The behavioural theory that has grown from the work of Perkins, Berkowitz and others is known as Social Norming Theory.  The Theory has informed the development of AOD harm minimisation and prevention programs on the campuses of universities and colleges in the USA for the last decade.  Based on the correction of misperceived norms through locally developed strategies the model emphasises the use of local survey data being used to promote accurate understanding about campus norms in AOD prevention activities.  Such an approach aims to alter misperceptions about what is ‘normal’ AOD use and behaviour amongst university students and encourage students who are in the ‘silent majority’ to question the behaviour of the minority and to avoid altering behaviour towards a false norm.
In view of the findings of several Australian researchers that the majority of Australian university students are light to moderate users of alcohol (Crundall, 1995; O’Callaghan, Wilks & Callan, 1990;  Engs, 1982;  Neil; 1978;  Sargent, 1979) it is clearly of importance to survey Australian university students regarding their alcohol and drug use and beliefs.  Such a survey will provide the information on which to base future inquiry.  It will serve to inform AOD prevention and harm reduction activities on campus and can contribute to a national data-base on university student AOD use.  The data such research will generate can also be used in arguing for federal and state funds for AOD prevention and harm minimisation programs in universities and Institutes of Technical and Further Education.

Research Questions
The research questions of this project are twofold.  What are the drug and alcohol use patterns of Australian university students?  Does a similar misperception exist, as found in research in the USA, between perceived norms of AOD use and actual norms amongst Australian university students?  An adjunct to these areas of study will be to look for evidence that may indicate alterations in AOD behaviour of university students in the event that the existence of misperceived norms are identified.

Method and Procedure
The CORE Survey was selected for use in this project.  It was easily available, able to be modified, was relatively inexpensive and had been tested extensively over the past decade.  The four page version of the CORE Survey was used with minor modifications reflecting the Australian university and language context, for example, alterations to terms like ‘sophomore’.
The surveys were posted to a randomly selected group of post-graduate and undergraduate full time and part time students from the University of Adelaide (n=600) and Flinders University  (n=500).  Response rates were 49% (n=294) and 40% (n=201) respectively, a combined return rate of 45%. 

The mail-out to students occurred in April during the first semester mid-term break in 1999.  A delay of four weeks occurred in the mail-out to Flinders University students. Consequently Flinders’ students received their CORE survey after the date the enclosed letter instructed them to return the completed survey.  It is reasonable to infer that the delayed mail-out would have negatively affected the return rate of the Flinders sample.

Completed surveys were returned by mail, collected and posted to the CORE Institute in the USA for scanning.  The scanned results were received five weeks later.  The results were provided in SPSS format with an executive summary for each institution provided in hard copy.












Table 1.1 University of Adelaide Student Profile – actual University of Adelaide data provided by the University Administration

































Yes, full time	0.3	Not available











Table 1.2. Flinders University Student Profile 1999 – actual university data provided by Flinders University Administration
































Are you working?	(n=198)	Not available
Yes, full time	18.9	Not available









Table 1.1 and Table 1.2 provide an overview of both the surveyed student sample and the actual university student profile.  Sixty eight point four percent (92.1% survey respondents) of the actual population of the University of Adelaide are in the ‘at risk’ 17-24 age group as are 56% (51.8% survey respondents) of the actual Flinders University population.  The actual Flinders population is older than that of the University of Adelaide student population, 44% of the Flinders University population are 25 or more years compared to 31.6% of the population at the University of Adelaide.

The gender profile of the survey respondents for the University of Adelaide sample is weighted towards females (62.2%) whereas the actual gender breakdown is nearly equal with slight weighting towards males (52.3%).  The gender breakdown of the Flinders University sample is close to the actual student population with the greater proportion of students being females in both instances.

The status of study of the University of Adelaide sample is weighted heavily towards full time students (96.6%) whereas the actual full time (68.3%) to part time (28%) figures are not as strongly weighted.  The full-time (65.3%) to part-time (34.7%) figures of the Flinders University sample are very close to the actual student population (57.9% and 33.8% respectively).

The surveyed sample from the University of Adelaide is generally reflective of the actual student profile with a bias towards more female students and full time students.  The surveyed sample from Flinders University is very close to the actual population on all variables of gender, age, place of permanent residence and study status.
The main differences between the two actual populations of students were found on the age, gender, and study status variables.  The Flinders University population had a higher percentage of female students (63.1%) than the University of Adelaide (47.7%); an older age profile of their students; and more Flinders University students were studying part time (33.8%) compared to students at the University of Adelaide (28%).

The differences between the samples of the two universities occurred for ethnic origin, marital status, employment status, grade point average (GPA) and place of permanent residence.  In the Flinders University sample there were fewer students of Asian/Malaysian origin and fewer overseas/interstate students compared to the University of Adelaide sample.  There were greater numbers of single students in the University of Adelaide cohort (95%) compared to the Flinders University sample (61.7%) and there were fewer students in either full-time or part-time employment in the University of Adelaide sample compared to students from the Flinders University sample.  

Within the category of ethnic origin of respondents there were two major differences between the surveyed institutions.  The Flinders University sample recorded 5.7% of the student respondents being of Asian/Malaysian origin compared with a much larger 32.5% from the University of Adelaide sample.  The numbers of Anglo Celtic respondents at the University of Adelaide was 48.3% compared to the larger 71.8% of the Flinders University sample.  These differences in numbers will affect the results of the CORE Survey not least due to different cultural attitudes towards substance use and particularly towards alcohol use.  Students from Asian/Malaysian backgrounds are more likely to practice Muslim behaviours of abstinence regarding alcohol use compared to their student colleagues of Anglo Celtic origins.  

Finally, there were fewer students reporting a GPA of High Distinction or Distinction in the University of Adelaide sample (17.7%) compared to the Flinders University sample (35.2%).   Of note is the absence of any student from either sample reporting a GPA of fail.  First year students would have experienced difficulties in answering the question about their approximate grade point average (comments were received on some returned survey forms to this effect).  The CORE Survey was administered during the first semester of their university year and many would not have marks that could inform their response to the question.  The fewer respondents from each cohort for that particular question was probably a reflection of the difficulty faced by first year students.

Findings and Discussion








Table 2.  Frequency of Drug Use (Annual) - by Gender and Institution.

	Type of drug use – Percent of Population















Non-user = did not use in past year; Infrequent user = once or 6 times/year; 
Moderate user = once/month to once/week; Frequent user = 3 times/week to every day.

Table 3 clearly shows that the majority of students at both universities drank alcohol between once a month and once a week.  

Table 3. Frequency of Alcohol Use (Annual) - by Institution .
	Percentage of students






Non-user = did not use in past year; Infrequent user = once or 6 times/year; 
Moderate user = once/month to once/week; Frequent user = 3 times/week to every day.

A difference is observed between the two university student populations in the Frequent User category where slightly more Flinders University students reported drinking on 3 or more occasions per week.  As a university with a more mature population and more female students, both being significant variables affecting alcohol consumption and both usually being indicators of lighter alcohol consumption, such a finding appears to be out of place.  The difference in the ethnic profiles of the two universities probably accounts for the findings.  The larger cohort of Asian/Malaysian students from the University of Adelaide sample (32.7% contrasted to 7.7%) would have had an impact on the results due to the different cultural attitudes towards alcohol use.  

The amounts of alcohol consumed per week are shown in Table 4.1.  The majority of students at both universities were moderate consumers of alcohol who reported consuming between 1 and 9 drinks per week.  The data reveal that it was a minority of students who consumed 10 or more drinks per week.

Table 4.1 Percentage of students reporting number of drinks per week – by Institution

	Percentage of students







Table 4.2 shows that there were greater numbers of female students than male at both universities who did not drink or drank one drink per week.

Table 4.2 Percentage of students reporting number of drinks per week - by Institution and Gender
	Percentage of students






There were more male students than female at both institutions who drank 2 or more drinks per week and there was almost double the number of males at the University of Adelaide who drank 10 or more drinks.  The difference between genders for the consumption of 10 or more drinks per week is smaller but nevertheless evident for the Flinders University sample.  The finding of a difference between genders of amounts of alcohol consumed is consistent with National research findings which regularly find females to be lighter consumers of alcohol than males (see for example, Makkai & McAllister, 1998; 1998 National Drug Strategy Household Survey, 1999).  

Within the ethnic groupings the largest subset of students who reported that they did not drink alcohol were the Asian/Malaysian students.  Amongst the University of Adelaide respondents to the number of drinks per week question 64.1% of the Asian/Malaysian respondents indicated they did not drink alcohol, 13% drank one drink per week, and 22.9% reported drinking between two and nine drinks per week.  Flinders University Asian/Malaysian students reported that 44.4% did not drink alcohol, 11.1% drank one drink a week, and 44.4% drank between two and six drinks per week.  
Table 4.3 Students Reporting Number of Drinks per Week - by Institution and Place of Permanent Residence

	Place of Permanent residence
	O/SInterstate(percents)	Country SA(percent)	Suburban SA(percent)	







In Table 4.3 place of permanent residence is an important variable when considering the amount of alcohol consumed by university students.  Students from rural South Australia enrolled at the University of Adelaide self reported as heavier drinkers than their suburban or overseas or interstate peers.  The results from the University of Adelaide sample are especially startling.  We see 45.5% of country South Australian students, who made up a small 4.5% of the total sample population, who reported drinking 10 or more drinks in a week compared to 8.6% of overseas/interstate students who made up 30.9% of the total sample.  The difference in results between the overseas/interstate students of the two institutions is probably a direct consequence of the large Asian/Malaysian subgroup in the University of Adelaide sample. The cultural influence on drinking habits of students from those particular ethnic backgrounds would account for the high percentage of non-drinkers and overall lower figures of consumption for the students within that particular cohort. 

Binge drinking is the consumption of a large amount of alcohol in a short time period and is a drinking behaviour of considerable health and social concern.  The CORE survey defined it as 5 or more drinks in one sitting.  Students who engage in binge drinking place themselves at considerable personal risk.  Figure 5.1 shows that whilst the majority of female students from both universities don’t engage in binge drinking behaviours the majority of male students at the University of Adelaide have been involved in binge drinking with the most frequent rate reported as being once in the last fortnight.  The difference in results between the male populations of the two universities is probably a reflection of the age difference between the student populations of the two institutions.

Table 5.1 Frequency of Binge Drinking Episodes in the Last Two Weeks - by Gender and Institution.

	Percentage of students
Number of times where 5 or more drinks are consumed at one sitting in the past fortnight	Adelaide(n=292)M        F		Flinders(n= 201)M      F		AverageM      F	
None	42     67		54     60		48      63.5	
One	29     13		22     21		25.5   17.0	
Two	17     10		10     8.0		13.5   9.0	
3 to 5	10     10		10     11		10     10.5	
6 to 9	1.0    1.0		4.0   1.0		2.5     1.0	
10 or more	1.0    Nil		Nil    Nil		0.5     Nil	
						
Binge Drinking is defined as having 5 or more drinks at a sitting. A drink is a bottle of beer, a glass of wine, a wine cooler, a shot glass of liquor, or a mixed drink.

Table 5.2 Frequency of Binge Drinking Episodes in the Last Two Weeks – by Ethnic Origin – Flinders University (Percent)




















Table 5.3. Frequency of Binge Drinking Episodes in the Last Two Weeks – by Ethnic Origin – University of Adelaide
(Percent)









Table 5.4 and Table 5.5 reveal that age is another important variable in patterns of binge drinking amongst both student populations.

Table 5.4 Frequency of Binge Drinking Episodes in the Last Two Weeks – by Age Cohorts  - Flinders University
(Percent)









Table 5.5 Frequency of Binge Drinking Episodes in the Last Two Weeks – by Age Cohorts  - University of Adelaide
						(Percent)









As the sample population aged the number of students who reported not binge drinking in the past year increased. In the Flinders University sample the increase in students who reported not binge drinking was more gradual than the University of Adelaide sample.  A larger percentage of students in the <20 year old cohort at Flinders University (58.3%) reported not binge drinking compared to 44.9% in the same age cohort at the University of Adelaide.  One possible explanation for such a finding could be the feminisation of the campus at Flinders University, where the larger numbers of mature female students on and around campus acts as a moderating influence on the drinking behaviours of their more junior student peers.  

Table 5.6 - Frequency of Binge Drinking Episodes in the Last Two Weeks - by Place of Permanent Residence and Institution









Table 2 also reveals that tobacco was used by approximately a third of the student population with the majority reporting that they had not used tobacco in the past year.  The tobacco use figures for both universities were higher than the national figure for tobacco use which is reported at 24.6% (1998 National Drug Strategy Household Survey, p.13).  

Use of marijuana is reported by less than 30% of the student population (Table 2).  The majority of those who report using marijuana are in the Infrequent User category.  The figures are comparable between universities with a slightly higher number of Frequent users at Flinders University.  

Cocaine, amphetamines, sedatives, hallucinogens, opiates, inhalants, designer drugs, steroids and other illegal drugs are used by a minimal percentage of the student populations at both institutions

The information on alcohol and drug use collected from the CORE Survey reveals that the majority of students at the two South Australian universities under study are; moderate users of alcohol in both frequency and quantity; the majority do not smoke or use marijuana; young male students are more likely to binge drink than their female counterparts; and, the overwhelming majority of students do not use other forms of illicit drugs.  
















Figure 3 shows that whilst 31.3%, one third, of Flinders University students report using tobacco 75%, or three quarters, of students believe that their peers smoke.  


Figure 4 illustrates the misperceptions amongst University of Adelaide students concerning their beliefs surrounding their peers’ tobacco use behaviours.  Whilst 34.5% of students report that they use tobacco 97.2% of the student population believe their peers to be smokers.  

Whilst the majority of students at both universities under study report being non-users of marijuana the majority of students also believe that the normal university student uses marijuana (Figure 5 and Figure 6).


We see from Figure 5 that 27.2% of Flinders University students report using marijuana but that 92.3% of students believe their peers use marijuana.  Amongst University of Adelaide students (Figure 6) 27.3% report using marijuana whereas 96.8% believe their peers use marijuana.  The disparity between the perceived use of marijuana and the real use by students is greatest for marijuana.  











The perception amongst Australian university students concerning their peers use of 
amphetamines (Figure 7) is unmistakably inaccurate.  Over 93% of students report not using amphetamines in the last twelve months however 76.7% of students believed their peers used the drug sometime in the last year.











The clear distortion of perception amongst Australian university students regarding their belief of their peers’ use of alcohol and drugs lends strong support to the work of Berkowitz and others.  

As mentioned earlier an adjunct task to this research was to see whether it would be possible to identify an alteration in university student AOD use behaviours in the event that a distortion between the perceived norm and reported norm was found to exist.  Having established the existence of such a distortion from the research data we also now look for evidence of any change in AOD use behaviours of students responding to the incongruence between their own AOD behaviours and the perceived behaviours of their student peers.  If support was to be found for the proposal that students alter their behaviours to fit with the ‘misperceived norm’ an increase in AOD use would be expected to be seen, especially amongst ‘at risk’ students.

The CORE Survey results show (Table 6.1) that 25.1% of University of Adelaide female students reported an increase in their consumption of alcohol over the previous year as did 14.25 of male students. Of the cohorts indicating an increase in alcohol use Table 6.2 reveals that 99.9% were in the 17-24 ‘at risk’ age group.  Eleven point six percent of female Flinders University students and 8% of male students reported an increase in alcohol consumption.  Of those groups 76.1% were aged in the 17 – 24 year category. 









Table 6.2  Self Reported  Increase in Alcohol Use -by Age












Table 6.3 Extent Alcohol Use has Changed in the Past Year - by Year Level of Study











Table 6.3 illustrates the self reported changes in alcohol use through year levels.  Combined with the results in Table 6.1, and Table 6.2 there is strong evidence that students in the 17, 18 and 19 year age groups, who are traditionally also in the first and second year cohorts of a university undergraduate course, are most susceptible to influences affecting their alcohol use.  As the newest members of the university community the young undergraduate students were especially vulnerable to false ideas about normal university student behaviour.  This would be due to their limited exposure to the university student population thereby allowing for few experiences and encounters to shape and inform their generalised belief about student behaviours especially student alcohol use behaviours.  Female students at both institutions reported increasing their alcohol consumption in greater numbers than their male counterparts.  Therefore, whilst female students consumed less alcohol than their male peers, many also experienced an increase in their consumption from their former level. With the legal age of drinking in Australia being 18 years some of the increases in alcohol consumption recorded amongst the female student populations could be attributed to the fact that they have turned 18 and they have begun to exercise and explore their legal ‘right’.  










Table 6.5  Self Reported Increase in Drug Use -by Age

















Table 6.6 Extent Drug Use has Changed in the Past Year - Level of Study











Table 6.4, Table 6.5 and Table 6.6 highlight that the students in the first two years of undergraduate study were the most likely to increase their drug use as was earlier found for increase in alcohol use.  There is no obvious gender bias for those who reported an increase in drug use.

The percentages of students who decreased their drug use in the first two years of university appears, in part, to contradict the findings of Prentice and Miller (1993) and others who propose that students alter their behaviours to reflect the AOD behaviours they believe of their peers.  It may be, however, that the students who have decreased their drug use have done so in response to a discovery that the majority of university students do not, in fact, use drugs.  That question cannot be answered from this research project.  It is an area ripe for further research and an important question to pursue if effective campus-based AOD prevention and harm minimisation programs are to be developed.  Another area for future study is an evaluation of the attitudes and beliefs of university staff concerning students’ AOD use.  Do university staff hold similar mis perceptions concerning student AOD use?  

Limitations of the Study

All research projects have limitations or potential limitations. An important question concerning the use of self-reporting surveys’ focuses on the accuracy of self reported use of illegal substances.  As Makkai et al state
Self reported measures of drug use have been criticised on a number of grounds.  These have included memory loss, accuracy, problem of asking about an illegal activity or an activity regarded as ‘deviant’ by some, and problems with the sample (bias and size).  Although there is some validity to all these points at the end of the day all the available measures have some problems associated with them.  Studies of drug use amongst the homeless do not represent the population nor does the data from treatment and rehabilitation centres; police records are biased by the way in which incidents are recorded and by the priorities of the officer in charge at that time; customs data only represents a small percentage of what is being imported and it does not indicate who is using, how often or why. 

Questions about the accuracy of memory and the likelihood of a person accurately answering a question which may legally incriminate them are valid queries.  One means of checking the accuracy of a particular survey’s results, especially one involving self-reporting, is to compare findings with those of similar research.  In the instance of the results from the CORE Survey there is a strong similarity between the findings of National research data and those gained from the current project.  Whilst the findings are not identical, indeed had they been grave doubt would be raised about the research, they are similar enough for the reader to view the results with confidence.





The results from the CORE Survey have established several important findings concerning the AOD use and beliefs of the Australian university student.  Students believe their peers are heavier users of alcohol and drugs than they actually are.  Perceptions about peer AOD use are widely divergent from the self-reported AOD use.  Students ascribe heavy use of alcohol, tobacco and marijuana to their peers and moderate to heavy use of other illegal drugs.  Australian university students are moderate users of alcohol and minimal users of drugs.  There are differences in findings between university campuses that reveal the influence of a number of factors including the student population ethnic profile, age and place of permanent residence on reported AOD use.

The project’s findings confirm the presence of incorrect beliefs concerning university student AOD use.  There is also evidence that individual university student populations have unique features that will contribute to the AOD use patterns within their institution.  The latter is an especially important feature that must be considered in the development of campus AOD health promotion programs.  
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